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The Reversed Effects of Advertising of
Socially Controversial Products on Endorsers*
Seoyoung Hwang**
Junghoon Moon**
Hyun Joo Lim***
Jaeseok Jeong****

This study investigated the impact of advertising of socially controversial products on its endorsers
and products, and the role of media in moderating the results. Using the source credibility model
with 174 survey samples, advertising of controversial products as a form of product placement
(PPL) was found to have negative impact on consumers’ attitude toward the endorsers. The results
also confirmed that the moderating effect of media credibility on consumers when developing
perceptions toward the endorsers. The results suggest marketing managers to use endorsers with
careful consideration in designing advertising messages for socially controversial products, especially
when delivered as a product placement on television.
Key words: Socially Controversial Food Advertisement, Product Placement Advertisement,
Balance-Logic Theory, Source Credibility Model

Ⅰ. Introduction

in terms of communication and trade, consumers
of today’s world are exposed to unprecedented
variety of goods and services. Consequently,

Along with advancement of technology and

the growing range of purchase options available

active interaction between countries especially

for consumers have resulted in increased
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competition among firms, leading companies to

and the product itself.

employ diverse strategies to effectively advertise

To investigate the impact of advertising

their products in the market. As a tactic to

socially controversial products, the experiment

reach consumers with greater appeal, a large

was performed by using the advertisement

number of companies employ celebrities to

stimuli employing genetically modified (GM)

endorse their products hoping the figure’s

food product because of its socially controversial

credibility to enhance the brand’s image. But

reputation to consumers.

how far would this belief be supported?
Many marketers fail to realize that not all
advertisements are favored by consumers.

Ⅱ. Conceptual Background

While some messages manage to generate
positive responses among the viewers, others
get ignored, or even arouse the feeling of

2.1 Advertising of Controversial Products

unpleasantness for the audiences. Usually the
latter reaction seems to be more common when

Over the last decades, many studies have

the advertisement is promoting socially sensitive

discussed about how controversial products

products and services like gender related goods;

should be defined and how their unique traits

contraceptives; cigarettes; alcoholic beverages;

are related to advertising. The stream of works

undergarments; lottery and more. And such

have developed to form two broad groups of

advertisings that can potentially stimulate

interest where the former is represented by

negative emotions like anger, aversion, and

the works of Waller and Erdogan (2004),

outrage among their viewers was termed “socially

Waller (2006), and Waller, Fam, and Erdogan

controversial advertisements” by Wilson and

(2005) focused on socially controversial objects

West (1981).

as the subject of advertising (e.g. cigarettes,

The current advertising literatures provide

alcoholic beverages, undergarments, lottery and

cases on endorsement effect on the image of

more) (see Figure 1) and categorization of the

advertised product; however, regarding socially

products; whereas the latter highlighting the

controversial products, studies examining the

controversial expression or the concept used to

product’s influence on the endorser’s image do

advertise a genuine good (e.g., Benetton’s

not seem to be available. On that account, this

UNHATE campaigns) (refer to Figure 2).

research aims to examine the impact of

The reason why scholars continue to study

advertising socially controversial products on

about different aspects of controversial advertising,

the endorser, as well as its medium of delivery

whether the focus is on the product itself or
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the message, is because the short TV commercial,

In order to understand how different advertising

such as a 15 to 30-second commercial, is

messages alter consumers’ perception toward

influential enough to manipulate a consumer’s

products, Rossiter and Percy’s (1987) study

perception. This is evident considering the wide

needs to be consulted. Rossiter and Percy’s

range of researches from Lavidge and Steiner

model presents the process it takes for consumers

(1961), McDonald (1992), Starch (1925) to

to show a certain behavior as a response to

Strong (1925) examining the effect of advertising

being exposed to an advertisement. This model

on brand image, along with various models like

later served as the foundation for many researches

the Starch test, the Attention-Interest-Desire-

dealing with controversial advertising and

Action (AIDA), and the hierarchy of effects

consumer attitude, like Fam and Waller (2003,

models.

2008), and Waller’s (1999) work on how such
advertisements are conceived by consumers

<Figure 1> Euro Millions Lottery Advertisement

of diverse cultural backgrounds. A more
comprehensive model of Rossiter and Percy’s
was introduced in 2006 by Waller, modified to
encounter consumer behavior toward controversial
advertisings.

2.2 Controversial Product Advertising
and Consumer Attitudes
It has been suggested that the consumers
generally undergo a certain process to generate
<Figure 2> Benetton’s 2011 UNHATE Advertisement

some action as a result of encountering a new
piece of information (advertisement). According
to Rossiter and Percy (1987), by going through
the stages of exposure to processing and
communication effects leading to action, consumers
can interpret and form an opinion about different
messages advertised and make physical decisions
accordingly (see Figure 3).
Starting with the stage of “exposure” a
consumer encounters an advertising for the
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first time, and proceeds to “processing” of

“liking”. Since the remaining stages are the

information for interpretation of messages, based

extension of the “processing”, it is more

on which a consumer engages in “communication

likely for controversial advertising to generate

effects” by interacting with other consumers

unfavorable perceptions toward the products.

to further develop attitudes and perceptions

In fact, in the “communication effect” process,

about the product. This finally leads to “action”,

consumers have greater potential to engage in

like making purchase of the advertised product,

adverse communications based on the negative

spreading word of mouth, ignoring, or filling

emotions formed in the “processing” stage. The

complaints to regulatory agencies. Here, usually

similar may go for the “action” stage, where it

positive communication from the former stage

is also likely for the message to be ignored by

leads to positive actions and perceptions, and

consumers, negative word of mouth is spread,

vice versa. This model, however, has its limits

or even disapproved by regulatory offices.

when considering controversial product advertising

In Waller’s (2006) model, another important
attribute that significantly affects a consumer’s

and consumer attitudes.
The Advertising Communication Models of

communication with advertising is the “type

Rossiter and Percy (1987) has been elaborated

of product” being advertised. In fact, a number

by Waller (2006) to differentiate the process

of researchers have argued that socially

leading to action between controversial goods

controversial products, when advertised, generate

and genuine products. The expanded model

negative responses among consumers (Phau

consists of five stages, through which consumers

and Prendergast 2001, Schuster and Powell

process socially controversial advertisings internally

1987, Waller 2004, Wilson and West 1995).

(refer to Figure 4). While Waller’s model shares

Thereby, one should not expect the same

the four stages of “exposure” to “action”

behavior from consumers for product advertisings

introduced by the Advertising Communication

concerning cigarettes, alcohol, underwear, and

Models, they tend to show different implications

even political campaigns to that of genuine

for controversial advertisings.

products (Barnes and Dotson 1990, Fahy,

For instance, Wilson and West (1981) observed

Smart, Pride and Ferrell 1995, Fam, Waller

that in the stage of “processing” controversial

and Erdogan 2004, Rehman and Brooks 1987,

advertising, most consumers are inclined to

Waller 1999, Waller, Fam and Erdogan 2005,

show negative emotional responses like “distaste”,

Wilson and West 1981).

“disgust”, “offended”, and “outrage”, while

It can be inferred from both works proposed

only a small number shows positive attitudes

by Rossiter and Percy (1987) and Waller (2006)

like “attention”, “association”, “humor”, and

that the behaviors consumers show following
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<Figure 3> Rossiter & Percy's Advertising Communication Models (1987)

<Figure 4> Waller's Response Model for Controversial Advertising (2006)

their exposure to advertising is not just a

the final stage of “action”.

summed up representation of judgements

The previous research concerning controversial

generated in each stages of the models, but

products and advertising had their focus on

rather an outcome of values cumulated from

defining and categorization of its terminology.

the very first stage of “exposure” to the rest

Based on such, other studies try to prove the

of the stages. Hence, in order to elicit positive

relationship between consumer’s cultural values

behavior from consumers, advertisers should not

and its impact on building perception toward

focus on a single stage to bring out affirmative

controversial advertising; however, their scope

responses but engage in all stages that precedes

is still very limited in showing the potential
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impact of socially controversial advertisings on

in moderating the impact of controversial

consumer actions. Respectively, this study intends

advertising.

to adopt Waller’s (2006) model to examine
how consumers differ in their responses when
exposed to advertisings of both controversial

3.1 Credibility of Endorser and
Media on Consumer Evaluation

and genuine products by observing the change
in their attitudes toward the endorsers and the

As a means to communicate with consumers

product itself. The study also investigates the

in a familiar way, large number of brands are

role of media to explore the extent to which

employing renowned figures in their advertisements.

the attitude varies with different media platform.

In his study, McCarken (1989) refers to such
person with public acknowledgement as an
endorser, where their credibility is utilized to

Ⅲ. Theoretical Framework

benefit a product or service. In fact, the attempts
to discover the presence of “endorsement effect”
for advertisers were witnessed in a number of

In examining the effect of advertisements on

previous studies. The works of Cameron (1994),

consumers, the available works in the field

Choi, Lee, and Kim (2005), and Fireworker

have dispersed focus of interest. For instance,

and Friedman (1977) observed the impact of

Keller (1987), Meenaghan (1995) and Rupani

celebrities and sports stars on the images of

(2006) have the brand image as the center of

brands and products.

attention in their works, while others like Yi

While the “endorsement effect” usually refer

(1993) and Rechmann and Kight (2002)

to the endorser’s impact on the brand, this study

incorporated consumers’ previous knowledge of

intends to reverse the concept and examine the

brands, and peer opinions in observing the

impact of the advertisements on the endorsers.

effects of advertising.

In other words, this study explores how advertising

This study aims to contribute to the current

controversial products and services influence

field of research by employing the “endorsement

consumers’ evaluations of the endorsers. In order

effect” in a reversed way to show the impact

to observe how the endorsers are evaluated by

of controversial advertisings on consumers in

consumers the Source Credibility model by

evaluating the image of the endorsed persons,

Goldsmith, Lafferty, and Newell (2000) and

and applies the Source Credibility Model to

Ohanian (1991), and the Source Attractiveness

evaluate the level of credibility of the endorser,

Model by Till and Buiser (2000) are referred to.

as well as to observe the role of media credibility

The “source credibility” associates with the

68 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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degree of acceptability consumers display toward

consumer attitudes. For an advertising message

the endorsers. The level of tolerance, as suggested

to appear efficacious, having the right medium

by Shimp (2010), is generally decided based on

of delivery, therefore media credibility, is crucial;

the perceived image (e.g. looking trustworthy,

otherwise it may be disregarded or even evaded

cheerful, or gloomy) of an endorser by the

by consumers no matter how persuasive the

viewer, which can significantly affect the

message is. Likewise, Chan, Leung, and Wong’s

effectiveness of advertising. Similarly, the

(2006) research suggests that the low level

“source attractiveness” relates with the endorser’s

of media credibility associates with greater

physical appeals, thus the perceived personality,

uncertainty of consumers for the products

intellectual capacity, and lifestyle of the figure

advertised through that media. The discrepancy

by consumers.

in the level of consumer’s reliability on different

It can be inferred from both models that the

types of media was observed by Moore and

greater credibility and attractiveness of endorsers

Rodgers (2005), where newspaper was ranked

would generate beneficial outcome for evaluation

to have the highest credibility, followed by

of endorsers, as well as the product. In fact,

television, magazine, radio, and the Internet.

Shimp (2010) proposes that there is larger
chance for consumers to accept the endorser’s

3.2 Heider’s Balance Theory

attitudes, behaviors and preferences positively
when their perceived attractiveness of the

It is evident that source and media credibility

endorser is high. In similar sense, Tom, Clark,

can influence consumers’ attitudes toward

Elmer, Grech, Masetti Jr, and Sandhar (1992)

advertising to a significant degree. To explain

also projects that the positive attitude towards

why such changes occur, Heider’s (1946)

endorsers is more likely to generate positive

Balance Theory was used. This theory shows

outcome for the endorsed product as well.

individual’s tendency to develop a balanced

As it has been projected above, and again

relationship with the surrounding environments.

emphasized in the works of Choi and Rifon

Here, three different elements, the person him/

(2002), Moore and Rodgers (2005), and Perloff

herself analyzing the environment (P), another

(1993), source credibility is an essential component

individual (O) and an object (X) being compared

for an advertisement to strengthen the power

to, are used to demonstrate how the relationship

of its message. Along with the endorsers,

forms a balance. The relationship between the

Petty and Cacioppo (1996) refers to the type

elements are represented as either positive (+)

of media an advertisement is delivered through

or negative (-), producing the total of 8

as another “source” of credibility that influences

possible linkages (refer to Figure 5 and 6).

The Reversed Effects of Advertising of Socially Controversial Products on Endorsers 69

<Figure 5> Balanced States Among the Analyzing

compared individuals and/or the objects will

Person (P), A Person of Comparison (O) and

be modified to differ with the previous

an Object of Comparison (X)

relationship. In this process of adjusting the
relationship, Woodside and Chebat (2001)
suggests that the individual’s attitude toward
the compared individuals and objects are altered
according to the level of affection he/she has
for each.

3.3 Hypotheses
To examine the impact of advertising of
<Figure 6> Imbalanced States Among the Analyzing
Person (P), Person of Comparison (O) and an
Object of Comparison (X)

socially controversial products on its viewers,
this study intends to observe the change in
viewer’s attitude toward the featured endorser;
the advertisement’s medium of delivery (TV
Program); and the product itself. We assumed
that advertising of socially controversial products
affects those relative media attributes under
the existing media-effect related literature.
Hence the following hypotheses are drawn:

H1: Advertising of socially controversial
product will negatively influence the
viewer’s attitude toward the endorser.
Through this the individual’s cognitive

H2: Advertising of socially controversial

consistency can be elucidated, which, as

product will negatively influence the

elaborated by Insko (2012), is individuals’

viewer’s attitude toward the medium of

psychological desire to maintain their values

delivery.

and beliefs balanced over time. Thus, an

H3: Advertising of socially controversial

individual may feel distressed in a situation

product will negatively influence the

that causes an imbalance of the relationship,

viewer’s attitude toward the advertised

and as a result, his/her attitude toward the

product.
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This research also aims to investigate the

media attributes in hypotheses 1-3 would be

moderating effect of media credibility and its

moderated by media credibility recognized by

presence over the relationships between the

viewers and the following hypotheses are drawn:

advertising, the endorsers, the delivered medium,
and the product. The effect of recognized media
credibility is well-known to affect the message
credibility in audiences’ minds. Thereby the
relationship between the advertisement and

H4: H1 will be moderated by the viewer’s
credibility of the media.
H5: H2 will be moderated by the viewer’s
credibility of the media.

<Figure 7> Balanced States Among Consumer (P), Media (O), and Endorser/Medium of
Delivery (TV Program)/Advertised Product (X)

<Figure 8> Research Model

The Reversed Effects of Advertising of Socially Controversial Products on Endorsers 71

H6: H3 will be moderated by the viewer’s
credibility of the media.

survey software, represented by the total of
174 subjects (104 females and 74 males) out
of 192 respondents that have satisfied the

Based on Heider’s (1946) Balance Theory,

requirements. Samples were collected through

this study assumes the viewer’s attitude (P)

an online survey, where the participants were

toward the endorsers; the medium of delivery

to participate in two surveys with a two-day

(TV Program); and the product (X) to be

interval in between the surveys. To make

negative when media credibility (O) is low

comparison of attitude change towards controversial

relative to when it is high (refer to Figure 7).

product advertising possible, the participants

Derived from this assumption, this work proposes

completed one survey prior to watching a video

the research model as constructed in Figure 8.

stimulus which included a scene from a television
soap opera, the “Queen of Housewives” (2009),
and then proceeded to the second survey, where

Ⅳ. Research Methodology

87 respondents were given different information
to the rest of remaining 87 participants.
The first survey (T1) intended to measure

In order to observe the viewers’ attitude

the respondents’ attitude toward the endorser

change concerning the endorsers; the medium

(the cast of “Queen of Housewives”), the

of delivery; and the product when advertising

program itself (“Queen of Housewives”), and

socially controversial product to that of a

the product (paprika), along with their credibility

genuine product, this research adopted product

of the media (TV product placement). After

placement (PPL) in a television soap opera as

completing the survey, all participants were

a medium of delivery, featured actresses as the

shown the stimulus which displayed a paprika

endorsers, and paprika as the product. To make

in the center of the scene from the “Queen of

the comparison possible, the paprika was labeled

Housewives” as a subject of product placement

differently as organic grown to represent the

(PPL). While the video clip shown to all

genuine product, or genetically modified for

participants was identical, using different subtitles,

the socially controversial product and was shown

one half of the respondents were informed of

to separated groups.

the paprika as organic, while the other half as
genetically modified product (see Figure 9).

4.1 Data Collection

Upon watching the clip, the second survey
(T2) was conducted to measure the change in

The experiment was conducted using Qualtrics
72 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL

Vol. 19 No. 02 July 2017

the participants’ attitude toward the endorser;

<Figure 9> PPL Scene from Soap Opera for Advertising Genetically Modified Paprika (Left) and
Organic Paprika (Right)

the program; and the product caused by being

pre-choice expectation questionnaire. Five

exposed to the stimulus.

separate questions were answered after being
informed of a brief plot of the TV program,

4.2 Measurement Development

which measured the participants’ expectations
on the program’s performance; plot; featured

In both surveys, the questions were designed

casts; entertainment; and attractiveness.

to measure the participants’ perception toward

For questions measuring the participants’

the endorser; the medium of delivery; the

attitude toward the product itself and its

product itself; and the media credibility. All

attributes (socially controversial or genuine),

questions were answered using a using a

Pieniak’s (2010) questionnaire on general attitudes

seven-point Likert scale (1 = “strongly

of consumers toward organic vegetables was

disagree” to 7 = “strongly agree”).

employed and modified to develop three

For development of the questions observing

individual questions for each attributes. The

the attitude toward the endorser, Ohanian’s

items asked the participants’ preference of the

(1990) work was referred to. Three separate

product (“I really hate-love organic/genetically

items measured whether the participants

modified products”), feelings upon consumption

considered the endorser (cast of the “Queen of

(“When I eat organic/genetically modified

Housewives”) trustworthy, experienced, and

products, I feel bad-good”), and opinion of the

attractive as a celebrity.

product (“I think negatively-positively of

The questions for observing the attitude

organic/genetically modified products”).

toward the medium of delivery (TV program)

To measure the participants’ credibility on

were designed based on Neelamegham’s (1999)

the medium of delivery (TV program), three

The Reversed Effects of Advertising of Socially Controversial Products on Endorsers 73

individual questions were developed based on

organic to represent a genuine product. Using

Lafferty’s (1999) questionnaire. The questions

the two different conditions, an independent

asked about the degree to which the participant

t-test was conducted (see Table 1). The

trust TV as a media, dependency as a source

results showed that H1 is accepted (p = .020,

of information, and perceived transparency.

p < .05) with the value of the participants’
perception toward the endorser representing a
greater decline in the case of genetically modified
(GM) paprika relative to that of the organic

Ⅴ. Results

paprika (  = -.2705 with     =
-.0057).
The change in the participants’ attitude

On the other hand, the participants’ attitude

toward the endorser; the program; and the

toward the TV program and the product

product were observed by calculating the

appeared insignificant, thereby rejecting H2

differences between the two surveys, T1 and

(p = .988) and H3 (p = .263) respectively.

T2 (Attitude change=T2-T1). The t-test was

However, the overall result verified that

used for H1 to H3, to determine the impact of

advertising of controversial products through

the advertisement on the participants’ attitude

PPL on television soap operas have negative

toward the endorser (  ); the program (  );

impacts on consumers’ attitudes toward the

and the product (  ).

endorsers.

The respondents were divided into two

This study also confirmed the moderating

groups: one was informed of the product as a

effect of media credibility in the relationship

genetically modified paprika which represented

between the participants’ attitude toward the

the socially controversial product, whereas the

endorser; the program; and the product. The

other group was informed of the paprika as

differences between the two groups of samples

<Table 1> Results of independent Sample t-test
Mean

Standard
deviation

GM

-.2705

.56460

Organic

-.0057

.88457

GM

.3264

.88966

Organic

.3241

1.08220

GM

.2206

.91068

Organic

.0403

1.18961

Attitude changes
Endorser ( )
TV Soap opera ( )
Product attributes ( )

Group
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Vol. 19 No. 02 July 2017

df

t-value

p-value

165.796

-2.353

.020**

172

.015

.988

172

1.122

.263

were statistically significant at one percent,

endorser. And the results also confirmed that

where the impact of advertising of controversial

advertising negatively labelled products – e.g.

products on the viewers’ attitude toward the

socially controversial goods – have negative

endorser was moderated by media credibility

impact upon the endorser’s image, verifying

(p = .035**, p < .05).

the reversed effect of endorsement.

The result suggests that the change in

Another focus of this study was on media

viewer’s attitude toward the endorser may be

credibility, to examine the significance of

greater when television is used as a medium of

consumer’s trust in different types of media.

delivery for advertising of socially controversial

There are previous studies that have explored

products, and the degree of change is expected

the relationship between the media credibility

to be greater for the viewers with negative

and advertisements (Petty and Cacioppo 1996,

perception toward the advertised product.

Chan, Leung and Wong 2006, Moore and

However, if the viewers display higher level of

Rodgers 2005). However, in this work, media

trust for television, the change may be less

credibility was incorporated as a moderator in

evident.

examining the effect of advertising of socially
controversial products on consumers’ attitude
of the endorsers by using television as a

Ⅵ. Discussions and Implications

medium of delivery.
The results indicated that advertising of
controversial products through media with low

Through the empirical findings, this study

credibility tend to generate negative attitude

contributes to the expansion of the current

among consumers toward the endorsers than

literatures on socially controversial products

when the credibility is higher. Thereby, the

and advertising. While there are a number of

moderating effect of media credibility in the

researches like that of Cameron (1994), Choi

relationship between the advertising; consumers;

et al. (2005), and Fireworker and Friedman

and endorsers was verified.

(1977), which have successfully illustrated the

It was also concluded that the consumers

impact of celebrity endorsement on the image

tend to develop negative attitude toward the

of the products and brands; this extends from

endorser when advertising socially controversial

the previous works to observe the endorsement

products on television; whereas their attitude

effect in the reverse. With such focus, this

toward the product itself did not change. Based

study intended to show the power of products’

on such results, this study suggests possible

attributes in affecting the image of their

grounds of implication for its practical application
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can be assumed that the consumers’ negative

among marketers.
The outcome of this research recommends

attitude toward a certain product may be

marketers to reconsider the use of celebrity

reflected in their purchase patterns and when

endorsement when advertising socially controversial

spreading a word-of mouth. However, with the

products if their aim is to generate positive

primary purpose of this study on investigating

sentiments among consumers, as well as to

the impact of advertising of socially controversial

maximize the benefit of the advertisers. Perhaps,

products on consumers’ evaluation of the

it may be more advantageous for the products

endorsers; the medium of delivery; and the

to be advertised through product placement,

product, the results failed to provide a valid

also known as “on-set placement” or “creative

evidence to explain this tendency.

placement” (Babin and Carder 1996, Solomon

Hence, it may be a worthwhile avenue for

1996, Vollmers and Mizerski 1994). When

future researches to build upon this work to

using such strategy, it is also considered ideal

observe whether consumers’ perception toward

to minimize the involvement of endorsers in

a socially controversial product actually extends

promoting the products.

to affect their behaviors toward the product
and/or the endorser in the reality, denoted by
their tendency to refrain from purchasing the

Ⅶ. Limitations

product or spreading a negative word of
mouth, and to provide explanations for such
tendency. This seems to be a meaningful

The objective of this research was to

approach, considering the prevalence of socially

highlight the impact of advertising of socially

controversial products in the market and the

controversial products on Korean consumers’

greater level of risk that may be associated

evaluation of the endorsers. While the findings

with the image of the endorsers in reality.

present some degree of achievements for both

Another area of concern is the type of product

practical and theoretical implications; there are

that was used to conduct the experiment. This

also several grounds of considerations for future

study incorporated an agricultural product to

researches.

represent both genuine and socially controversial

The previous works have noted that the

products by allocating two different attributes,

consumers tend to act in a way that corresponds

organic and genetically modified, to a paprika.

with their perception (Heider 1946, Insko 2012,

For further researches, it is recommended to

Rossiter and Percy 1987, Waller 2006, Woodside

extend the investigation using alternative type

and Chebat 2001). Based on such notion, it

of socially controversial products. The suggestions

76 ASIA MARKETING JOURNAL
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include those products beyond agricultural
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similar sense, it seems plausible for future

Choi, Sejung Marina, Wei-Na Lee, and Hee-
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